margalit finkelberg 2 Pl. Symp. 188b6-c1; 202e3-203a4. Tr. B. Jowett -H. Pelliccia, with slight changes. 3 Cf. Plato, Phaedrus 275b: "There was a tradition in the temple of Zeus at Dodona that oaks first gave prophetic utterances. The men of old, far less wise than you sophisticated young men, deemed in their simplicity that if they heard the truth even from 'oak or rock, ' it was enough. " Tr. B. Jowett -H. Pelliccia. 4 Heraclitus B 93 DK. Tr. G.S. Kirk, J.E. Raven, M. Schofield.
In so far as the order of things cannot be expressed in language, it cannot be communicated either. This is why, rather than leading to true knowledge, language can only represent aspects or segments of truth. Accordingly, there is no literary meaning available, and all statements issuing from man's attempts at communication with the divine are metaphors. In view of this, it is only natural that divine messages delivered through the medium of language are open to misconstruction and that people's attempts at literally following them as a rule end in disaster.
Consider for example the oracles. On the surface of it, this characteristic Greek institution was precisely the means that made man's communication with the divine possible. The oracles formed part of the art of divination (mantikê), this, as Plato termed it, "art of communion (koinô-nia) between gods and men, " through which "all the intercourse (homilia) and converse (dialektos) of God with man, whether awake or asleep, is carried on. "
2 It is characteristic, however, that Greek oracular practice did not privilege verbal communication over other ways of communication with the divine. Even more often than through language, the gods' will was revealed by the casting of lots or by the observation of signs, such as the rustle of the leaves in Zeus' sacred oak at the famous oracle at Dodona. The interpretation of verbal messages as delivered for example at Delphi was thus not substantially different from the interpretation of non-verbal ones, such as the rustle of leaves at Dodona.
3 In other words, each reading of a divine message, whether verbal or not, would amount to its decoding. This attitude to verbal communication with the divine is epitomized in the following words of Heraclitus: "The lord whose oracle is in Delphi neither speaks out nor conceals, but gives a sign (sêmainei). " 4 The worst possible thing that could happen in the process of decoding of verbal messages coming from gods was their literal interpretation. Let us consider Herodotus' account of the oracular response received by the Athenians in the time of the Persian invasion. The response contained, among other things, the following phrase: "Safe shall the wooden wall continue for thee and thy children. " What happened in the Athenian
